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Character Identity and Colonial Mimicry in Selected Literature 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
 The aim of this synopsis is to examine mimicry as reflected in shaping identities of 
characters in literature and as reflecting ambivalence between the colonizer and the 
colonized in colonial and post-colonial settings. Four texts have been selected for the 
purpose of exploring this concept, namely the novels Burmese Days, The Inheritance of 
Loss, The Mimic Men, and the short story “Karma”. 
 
1.1 Problem definition and research questions 
 The first step in approaching the concept of mimicry is a systematic, though not 
exhaustive detailing of examples of mimicry through the characters; from dress, 
mannerisms and language to lifestyle and values. This leads to the next step which is 
examining what such things mean in forming certain aspects of the character’s identity, 
what they mean in interactions with other characters, as well as an examination of other’s 
reactions to these instances of mimicry, when available. Moreover, the way in which 
mimicry plays out can put the relationship between colonizer and colonized into 
perspective, either by the character’s voice or by the author’s voice. 
 
Research questions: 
• By examining certain characters’ forms of mimicry, in which ways does this 
contribute to the character’s formation of identity and his perspective on the status 
of colonizer and colonized? 
• Through mimicry, what differences between self and other are made explicit and are 
outcomes of ambivalence made apparent? Furthermore, is such ambivalence in fact 
used in claiming more power or subverting colonial power, for instance?  
 
 
2. Mimicry in a colonial context 
 
2.1 Binary relationship in the colonial context 
  
 “By the 1930s colonialism had exercised its sway over 84.6 percent of the land 
 surface of the globe. This fact alone reminds us that it is impossible for European 
 colonialism to have been a monolithic operation. Right from its earliest years it 
 deployed diverse strategies and methods of control and of representation” (Loomba 
 1998:15-6).  
 
What is key for this synopsis is setting up the roles of the general roles of colonizer and the 
colonized, in whatever place and context and importantly the resulting dynamic that arises 
from that relationship. In Edward Said’s seminal work Orientalism,  he argues that 
“representations of the ‘Orient’ (…) contributed to the creation of a dichotomy between 
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Europe and its ‘others’, a dichotomy that was central to the creation of European culture as 
well as to the maintenance and extension of European hegemony over other lands” (in 
Loomba 1998:44). While this argument is presented in quite simple terms here, what was 
ultimately at stake is the question of how to rulers could rule over a native population on 
the one hand, and in what manner the colonial subjects were expected to be ruled over.  
 
2.2 Mimicry as a method of ruling 
 This question of how to rule and how to deal with the inherent difference between 
colonizer and colonized is brought to light in Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Minute on 
Indian Education from 1835, where he considers which language should be used in 
colonial India by debating the merits of English, Sanskrit and Arabic with statements such 
as “I have never found one among them who could deny that a single shelf of a good 
European library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia” and “when we 
pass from works of imagination to works in which facts are recorded and general principles 
investigated, the superiority of the Europeans becomes absolutely immeasurable”. While 
opening with a statement that the committee is divided down the middle as to which 
language to choose, Macaulay concludes his argument in saying “We must at present do 
our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we 
govern, --a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, opinions, in 
morals and in intellect” (www.columbia.edu).   
 
It seems quite late into colonial rule to ask this question of which common language would 
best serve in maintaining colonies. In any case, it is evident that in this dichotomy, the 
colonizer is in the seat of power and decision-making, and that the language of the 
colonizer is the only choice when it comes to proper education to English standards. 
Macaulay’s concern has nothing to do with how imposing English upon Indians might have 
influences on culture or identity, per se. He is more concerned if such proficiency could be 
attained and states that he has “witnessed natives with fluency and proficiency in the 
English language” and has discussed the very issue in question with a native “with a 
liberality and intelligence which would do credit to any member of the Committee of Public 
Instruction”. Here it is clear that it is not only the language, but also intelligence that must 
be up to standard. Nevertheless, this is Macaulay’s proposal of bridging the colonizer and 
the colonized, in essence encouraging the creation of the social position of the Babu -an 
Indian who is English is his education, lifestyle and moral.  “[C]olonial structures depend 
on native scaffolding” (Al-Jubouri 2014:134). Indeed, English studies were first established 
in India, not in places where English was the principal language, to serve this purpose 
(Lecture 6 March 2015). 
 
On the one hand it is subtle and resourceful to use soft power and utilizing the acquisition 
of habits as a mode of rewiring subjectivities through mimicry, that is, “making them desire 
what you appear to have”. In this way the desire is hopefully instilled into colonial subjects 
instead of enforcing rule through hard power, coercion and violence (Lecture 6 March 
2015). 
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2.3 Mimicry, ambivalence and the potential for subversion 
 Of course this is the issue at its very simplest. Indeed, Homi Bhabha criticizes the 
way Said “promotes a static model of colonial relations in which ‘colonial power and 
discourse is possessed entirely by the coloniser’ and therefore there is no room for 
negotiation or change” (in Loomba 1998:49). Bhabha’s ideas on ambivalence and mimicry 
highlight the tensions between the two, tensions that do not cease. The question can be 
asked about the Babu, what of his Indian-ness is retained in his imitation of an 
Englishman? This then borders the idea of hybridity, as well, of mixing cultures within one 
identity.  
 
Bhabha acknowledges that in the striving to mimic the Other, the result is never as the 
original or equal to the one who is mimicked. The ambivalence of mimicry is a result that is 
“almost the same, but not quite”, producing excess or slippage (Bhabha 1994:86), that is, 
the difference between the mimic and the mimicked. In the challenge to reform the 
colonized into an acceptable, appropriate subject, whether to make a class of interpreters to 
bridge the two or in another example the calling for a “reform of manners” with an 
“imitation of English manners which will induce them to remain under our protection” 
(Grant, 1797 in Bhabha:87), what is actually produced, not intended is a copy, but a subject 
who copies. What is produced is a “partiality”. As Benedict Anderson points our “to be 
Anglicized is emphatically not to be English” (in Bhabha:87).  
 
Ambivalence between the colonizer and the colonized is a result of mimicry, where 
mimicked identities always call to mind both the authority and the subject. Thus there is 
vacillation between the two, unlike Said’s more static, fixed binary positions and moreover 
fails to secure the colonial subjects in place (Lecture, 6 March 2015). “Colonial identities –
on both sides of the divide- are unstable, agonized and in constant flux. This undercuts both 
colonialist and nationalist claims to a unified self” (Loomba: 1998:178). 
 
 In initiating this colonial hybridity and empowering natives to represent authority, 
 the colonialists lose their own racial power and at the same time lose their true 
 colonial voice, and hence, like the mimics, find themselves in continuous instability 
 (Al-Jubouri 2014:135) 
 
Tied to the outcome of ambivalence is also a metonymy of presence, where the slippage, 
the difference between colonizer and colonized is accentuated and comes to represent the 
whole.  
 
 “The desire of colonial mimicry (…) may not have an object , but strategic 
 objectives (…) call[ed] the metonymy of presence” (…) mimicry is like 
 camouflage, not a harmonization of repression of difference, but a form of 
 resemblance, that differs from or defends presence by displaying it in part, 
 metonymically. Its threat (…) comes from the prodigious and strategic production 
 of conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory ‘identity effects’ on the play of power that is 
 elusive because it hides no essence, not ‘itself’” (Bhabha:89-90).  
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What is more, the gaze which “others” the subject is switched so that “the observer 
becomes the observed and the ‘partial’ representation rearticulates the whole notion of 
identity and alienates it from essence” (author’s italics)(Bhabha:89). 
 
Through mimicry as disclosing ambivalence, representation through a metonymy of 
presence, and the threat of the partial gaze, there is thus “the potential for mimicry to be 
both resemblance and menace” (Bhabha:86) as “colonial authority (…) destabilizes itself 
by the impossibility of replicating itself perfectly (Bhabha in Al-Jubouri:2014:136-7). The 
irony is that precisely though mimicking the colonizer, comes the potential to reverse the 
gaze, to overturn the authority of power and to subvert the dominant colonizer.  
  
 by adopting the colonizer’s cultural habits, assumptions, institutions and values, 
 the result is never a simple reproduction of those traits. Rather, the result is a 
 ‘blurred copy’ of the colonizer that can be quite threatening. This is because 
 mimicry is never far from mockery, since it can appear to parody whatever it 
 mimics. Mimicry therefore locates a crack in the certainty of colonial dominance, an 
 uncertainty in its control of the behavior of the colonized” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and 
 Tiffin 1998:139). 
 
Robert J. Young makes an argument similar to Bhabha’s stating that hybridity “reverses the 
structures of domination in the colonial situation (…) Colonial authority undermines (…) 
colonial power by inscribing and disclosing the trace of the other” (1995:23).  
 
At the start, mimicry is encouraged as a way in which to assure ‘native scaffolding’, to 
make a class of interpreters to bridge between colonizer authority and colonized subject, 
but it is precisely within such a strategy that the potential for subversion lies as an 
unintended consequence in the interlocked relationship between the two. For the characters 
examined here, the questions that will ultimately be asked are whether the mimicry ends 
there as an earnest attempt to be like the Other? Is the mimicry depicted as mockery, by the 
author or by the characters themselves? Is there any potential for subversion present and 
furthermore is that potential exercised? 
 
 
3. Introduction to selected literature and characters 
 
 Four main works will be explored in this synopsis:  
 
• In Burmese Days by George Orwell, set in Burma under the British Raj (1858-
1947)  the characters Dr. Veraswami, U Po Kyin, and Flory will be examined 
specifically for struggles to attain status, as well as the reversed perspectives on 
colonization between Veraswami and Flory. This is evident in their interactions and 
their conversations. Moreover, Flory is somewhat split as a character, intrigued with 
the local culture and disagreeing with, while upholding his position as colonizer. 
• In The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai, set in Kalimpong at the Himalayan 
juncture of India, Bangladesh, Tibet, and Nepal the character Jemubhai, the judge 
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will be examined. There are numerous examples of the Jemubhai’s mimicry, 
starting from his time studying abroad in England and continuing on his return 
home. His multi-faceted identities correspond to different names he takes on for 
those identities, given by the author or by other characters.  
• In The Mimic Men by V.S. Naipaul, set on the fictional island of Isabella reminds of 
Naipaul’s roots from Trinidad, the character Ralph Singh will be examined taking a 
few concrete examples of the character, and also looking at the wider perspective on 
colonial issues offered in select passages from the novel. 
• In “Karma” by Kushwant Singh, in India under the British Raj, the character Sir 
Mohan will be examined. Like Jemubhai, Mohan is a very explicit case of mimicry. 
The story turns when this character encounters the Other in a different form and 
exposes the metonymy of presence (a proper English gentleman) and thus Mohan’s 
portrayal character is quite a parody of a mimic man. 
 
4. Method: approach to literature 
 
4.1 Description of characters in terms of mimicry 
 First, I will provide a base description of the characters in terms of the mimicry they 
display. For most the directionality of the from subject mimicking the authority figure, 
though we also see a case of the reverse. It will be a rather systematic, but not exhaustive 
account of what can be found from dress, mannerisms and language to lifestyle and values. 
 
One of very few concrete instances of Ralph Singh in Mimic Men is where he 
straightforwardly and consciously copies. “I thought Mr. Shylock looked distinguished, like 
a lawyer or businessman or politician. He had the habit of stroking his ear inclining his 
head to listen. I thought the gesture was attractive; I copied it” (Naipaul:1967:7). We see 
that it is not only the gesture but also post-war Jewish guilt is copied as implied by the 
landlord’s name, Shylock (Ashcroft et al:142). In “Karma” Sir Mohan’s mimicking seems 
to have less profound implications. For examples he sips Scotch, smokes English cigarettes, 
reads The Times in such a way that the name is visible to others and emulates a proper 
English gentleman in his speech. He habits are practiced specifically for others to see. 
 
4.2 Identity in terms of mimicry 
 Second, I will look at how this contributes to identity-building of the character in 
question, how integral is mimicry to the character’s identity? What does their mimicry say 
about the character’s perspective on colonialism and/or post-colonialism? 
 
As mentioned with Sir Mohan, the mimicry is very much a show on the character’s part of 
habits picked up while he had been away to school in England. He does it for the sake of 
others and for his own sense of self worth, but when he encounters rather brutish English 
soldiers, their reaction to his poshness is not the reaction he hopes for, given all the effort 
he puts into his show. For Flory and Veraswami in Burmese Days their perspectives on 
colonialism are quite clear. Flory plays the role of the Pukka Sahib, but in conversations in 
private with Veraswami expresses his contempt for British rule, whereas Veraswami, an 
	   6	  
India doctor in Burma calls Flory out for his seditious attitude and moreover expresses his 
overwhelming support and justifies the British cause (1949:36-49). Indeed Flory is a very 
divided character in his actions and his beliefs surrounding colonization. 
 
4.3 Putting the larger colonial context in perspective given the account of theory concerning 
mimicry  
 Thirdly, what larger perspective is shown through this play of mimicry? How does 
mimicry serve the narrative and the building of characters? Is mimicry the strategy to 
bridge the self and the Other? Is it a simple parody? Most importantly, how does mimicry 
reflect the possibility for power changes, subversion, or commentary on the post-colonial 
situation?  
 
In the case of Jemubhai in Inheritance of Loss, he is a very multi-faceted character and 
mimic man, however, in the end he is quite a coward (2006:208-209). He is a reflection of 
the author’s commentary on the post-colonial situation. He seems an earnest depiction in all 
his quite natural ways of mimicking. Although the ambivalence and vacillation between the 
native and the English are clear, there is no use of the potential for subversion. On the other 
hand, both Veraswami and U Po Kyin in Burmese Days intend to copy the authority to 
achieve power, for example in their desire to become members of “the Club”. Especially U 
Po Kyin seeks power and cunningly works towards subverting by such methods appealing 
to colonial authority like writing anonymous letters to stain Veraswami’s reputation, as 
well as appealing to the wives of other Pukka Sahib’s. He also encourages riot and 
rebellion. 
 
4.4 Perspective in literary terms 
 If it is possible and relevant, I would like to take a closer look at what literary 
perspective is at play in terms of 1st versus 3rd person or if there is a clear deictic center in 
terms of self and Other? Can the gaze be seen as coming from within the character or from 
outside him? In what way is this important for the character’s identity and in what way is 
this important for the narrative? I have not yet gone into depth with this on my preliminary 
reading of the texts, but will consider it in my further exploration of the characters. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 Mimicry is relevant to the colonial situation in that is reflective of the interlocked 
binary relationship, a method of rule, as well as how it plays out in identity especially as 
revealing ambivalence with the potential for overturning power or subverting the colonizer. 
Mimicry can be examined as here in literary texts to see how it is relevant for seeing 
characters in their specific settings. For our characters, we start with a sketch of how 
mimicry is shown in the works of literature, and end with a question of how mimicry plays 
our for that particular character, especially in terms of whether mimicry is a mockery or 
carries out a potential to subvert the dominant hegemony. 
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As opposed to hybridity as a mixing of cultures within one identity in an effort to 
harmonize one multi-faceted self and influences, mimicry is camouflage and not 
harmonizing. Mimicry is a way for the native subject to appear as the colonial authority, 
but will never be equal in representation to such a center of power. Again, it is a way in 
which to exercise soft, as opposed to hard power. 
 
Mimic men are not just disempowered copycats and what is missing in Said’s argument is 
how colonial discourse can mount its own critique, how precisely through mimicking does 
ambivalence become apparent and give way to disruption of the ruling authority (Lecture 6 
March 2015). Through this examination of literary characters, we can approach an 
understanding of how mimicry works, particularly what it means for the characters identity 
and what it means for the method of ruling as suppressing or empowering the colonial 
subject. Generally, we can see how mimicry is used to illustrate tensions in a colonial 
setting as well as to comment more broadly on colonial situations. The brief examples 
given above are a rough start to the plan that has been laid out on the basis of theory 
surrounding mimicry in a colonial context.  
 
6 Widening the scope 
 Although I have not actually read the poems, but have followed a bit in the publicity 
in the case of Yahya Hassan, Prem Poddar and I have also briefly discussed how Hassan 
perhaps on the lines of Sir Mohan and Jemubhai. He is simply mimicking for acceptance by 
Danish society, and rejecting his roots completely. He is a figure in any case for so-called 
‘second generation Danes’ (mostly of Middle Eastern descent, but also as applied generally 
to immigrants and integration in Denmark), whether he fulfills a character the Danes desire 
to see, or whether he fulfills a character other ‘non-ethnic’ Danes desire to be. Surely the 
idea of subverting the hegemonic powers by this means can be applied to and discussed in 
other areas such gender, race and class. 
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